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ABSTRACT 
Many working in the criminal justice system and beyond are trying to ascertain 
whether there should be continued use of restricted housing or solitary confinement. This 
study examines knowledge of and general support for restrictive housing. Using 
randomly assigned, factorial vignettes, the survey manipulates populations and reasons 
for placement in restrictive housing to determine situational support for the correctional 
practice. Results indicate that among a sample of students (N=363), little is known about 
restrictive housing, despite substantial exposure to both fiction and nonfiction media on 
the subject. Averages of approval ratings indicate the public is neutral on whether the 
practice is humane, including its placement procedures and conditions, though there was 
slight disapproval of the placement of mentally ill inmates in segregation.  Analysis 
shows that age, some reasons for placement, whether placement is voluntary, and 
extreme durations of time in isolation are significantly associated with public approval.  
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Solitary Refinement: A Nuanced Look at Public Knowledge and Opinion of Restrictive 
Housing 
Solitary confinement, or restrictive housing, was recently brought into the 
national spotlight with the executive order by President Obama banning its use for 
juveniles held in federal prisons. This decision was in response to a U.S. Department of 
Justice (DOJ) report, ordered by the President, which recommended the juvenile ban 
(Obama, 2016). There have been questions about the ethicality of this carceral practice 
both in popular media, as well as scholarly journals (Cloud et al.; 2015; Gawande, 2009; 
Katel, 2012; Tietz, 2012). Researchers, reporters, lawyers, lawmakers, and prison 
administrators are trying to ascertain if this practice should continue to be used and, if so, 
in what situations, for what populations, and in what conditions (Ayan et al., 2007; DOJ, 
2016; Gawande, 2009; Katel, 2012; Tietz, 2012). With no conclusion in sight to this 
pressing question with its ethical and political implications, it is still unclear to what 
extent the proliferation of this practice has taken hold in the United States. 
 As of 2005 over 80,000 inmates were held in some form of restrictive housing in 
the United States (Browne et al., 2011; Cloud et al. 2015; Harrington, 2015). Solitary 
confinement is not a term often used by the government or criminal justice professionals, 
with “restrictive housing” or “segregation” being the preferred vernacular (DOJ, 2016; 
Metcalf et. al, 2013).1  A more recent study found that on average, from 2011 to 2012 up 
to 4.4 % of inmates held in a state or federal prison were in restrictive housing. This 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1!The DOJ (2016) is prudent in its use of the term restrictive housing to describe this 
particular penal practice rather than solitary confinement, with its negative connotations, 
and thus this study will follow suit by utilizing “restrictive housing” when generally 
referring to this method.!
!
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number drops to 2.7% when looking at jail inmates (Beck, 2015). This correctional 
housing tactic is used for many different populations for varying reasons. Inmates are 
held in restrictive housing for their protection, as a disciplinary action, as a security 
measure, during an investigation of an inmate’s actions or for transitional housing 
(Browne et al., 2011; Cloud et al., 2015; DOJ, 2016). Vulnerable inmate populations are 
sometimes held in restrictive housing, including juveniles, the mentally ill and pregnant 
women in addition to lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender (LGBT) prisoners (Beck, 
2015; Cloud et al.; 2015; DOJ, 2016). For example, by law, juveniles must be separated 
from adults while in custody, and placement in restrictive housing is a technique used to 
meet the requirements of the Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention (JJDP) Act 
(Sedlak & McPherson, 2010; Soler, 2002). 
As of 2004, a majority of states (44) had supermax facilities, where all inmates 
are housed in segregation (Brownie et al., 2011; Mears, 2006). However, counting the 
number of supermax facilities is difficult as terminology is inconsistent and facilities will 
change their security level designation from year to year (Naday et al., 2008). As these 
facilities have proliferated over the last 40 years, it is estimated that around $1 billion is 
spent in the construction and operation of one supermax facility over its lifetime. This 
substantial figure still does not represent the entire monetary cost of restrictive housing as 
it only represents supermax facilities, which are estimated to house about 25,000 inmates 
(Mears, 2006).  
 While the debate among criminal justice professionals, researchers, and others 
about the continued use of restrictive housing perseveres, it seems that the general public 
has been left out of the deliberation (Mears & Bales, 2010; Mears et al., 2013). To date, 
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there has been no scientific polling on public opinions of the broader practice of 
restrictive housing, the appropriateness of its use for different populations, or for different 
placement rationales. Public support for any government practice is important for at least 
two reasons. First, it has been shown that public opinion should to some extent (and often 
does) inform policy (Burnstein, 2003). Second, an essential part of democracy is that 
elected officials are held to the will of their constituency (Brooks & Manza, 2013; Mears 
et al., 2013). But without knowing the public’s carceral preferences, lawmakers have to 
make assumptions about how they think citizens’ want prisoners to be treated.  
Beyond the basic democratic principle of governmental responsiveness to the 
public, there are three reasons why assessing public opinion for this particular penal 
practice is necessary. To start, there have been few assessments of the public’s thoughts 
regarding the conditions of confinement and the range of sanctions available to prison 
administrators (Mears et al., 2013; Wozniak, 2014). Restrictive housing is the strictest 
sanction legally available beyond the death penalty (Gianetti, 2011; Mears et al., 2013). It 
is essential to first look at the extremes in prison environments and punishments as these 
are more likely to have negative consequences for inmates, as compared to less harsh 
treatment.   
Secondly, communal opinion on the use of this particular practice is especially 
important because it has been framed as a moral and legal question due to allegations that 
it constitutes torture (Haney, 2003; Katel, 2012; Ojeda, 2008). The possibility that 
restrictive housing may be a violation of international human rights treaties, as well as 
national law, makes quantifying public support for the practice even more essential 
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(Mears et al., 2013).2 The international standing of the United States as a human rights 
leader, as well as legal challenges beyond its borders, are at stake. Whether torturous or 
not, the public has the right to some say on what the government does in their name or on 
their behalf.  
And lastly, supermax prisons, in particular, have in part been justified by policy 
makers because they assert that the public wants them (Mears & Watson, 2006; Pizarro et 
al., 2006; Riveland, 1999). Specifically, prison administrators claim that supermax 
facilities make the public feel safer (Pizarro et al., 2006). Some might consider the 
placement and conditions of restrictive housing as strictly a correctional administrative 
decision. However, if those administrators are using the public’s sense of safety as 
reasoning for the use or expansion of restrictive housing then administrators admit that 
the public should have say (Mears et al., 2013). Thus, it is important to give policymakers 
an accurate picture of what the public thinks.  The many billions of taxpayer dollars used 
to construct and operate supermax facilities across the country alone should give the 
public a right to have their voices heard (Mears, 2006). But ultimately it is the human 
consequences of the government’s actions that demand an assessment of restrictive 
housing in the eyes of its citizens.  
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
2 There have been some 8th amendment challenges to the conditions of supermax prisons, 
in addition to their use of force (Pizarro & Narag, 2008). Others have alleged that the 
practice of restrictive housing constitutes “cruel and unusual punishment” specifically for 
juveniles (Castillo, 2015; Giannetti, 2011). The placement of juveniles in restrictive 
housing is prohibited by the United Nations’ Rules for the Protection of Juveniles 
Deprived of Liberty and the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights (IACHR). 
The Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) allows for its use in exceptional 
circumstances (Birckhead, 2016; Giannetti, 2011). 
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 This study looks at the public’s understanding of restrictive housing and what 
factors affect their opposition or support for the practice. The aims of this study are to 
ascertain the general level of knowledge of restrictive housing, the amount of public 
support for or opposition to this method, and the possible contingencies that play a part in 
that decision-making process. The broader purpose is to provide policy makers a better 
understanding of what the public knows about this controversial practice and in what 
situations they deem its use as appropriate.  
LITERATURE REVIEW 
General Information on Restrictive Housing 
Definitions and Conditions. New investigations into solitary confinement can be 
difficult given the lack of research, the absence of a clear and consistently used 
definition, different data collection procedures across correctional systems or a lack 
thereof, and weak methodology that prevents causal conclusions (Naday et al., 2008; 
O’Keefe, 2008; Pizarro & Stenius, 2004). The 2016 DOJ report has helped sweep away 
some of this confusion by providing a definition of restrictive housing that can help 
inform and shape future research, including the present study. According to the federal 
document, any type of detention that involves the “removal from the general inmate 
population, whether voluntary or involuntary; placement in a locked room or cell, 
whether alone or with another inmate; and inability to leave the room or cell for the vast 
majority of the day, typically 22 hours or more” is considered restrictive housing (DOJ, 
2016, p. 3). Though the DOJ definition of restrictive housing included some aspects of 
the circumstances in which people are held, there are certain conditions of confinement 
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that are generally consistent in the supermax literature, though there is variation between 
(and possibly within) facilities (Browne et al., 2011; King, 1999; Pizarro & Narag, 2008).  
The essential quality that encapsulates restrictive housing is that prisoners are 
held within their cell of about 80 square feet for approximately 22-24 hours a day, seven 
days a week. Inmates are allowed a few hours a week outside their cell to shower or for 
recreation in a larger enclosed area. While noncontact visitations and phone calls are 
sometimes allowed, physical human contact is often limited to the shackling of the 
inmate by guards or their forcible removal from their cell. Sometimes, due to 
overcrowding, two inmates will be held in the same restrictive housing cell, called 
double-celling (Browne et al., 2011; Cloud et al., 2015; DOJ, 2016; King, 1999; Mears, 
2006; Naday et al., 2008; Pizarro & Narag, 2008; Pizzaro & Stenius, 2004).  
Unfortunately, many of the studies that discuss the conditions of confinement 
only look at supermax facilities, even though restrictive housing is used in jails, 
minimum-, medium- and maximum-security prisons (Ross, 2013). Thus, much of the 
literature leaves out huge sections of inmates in isolation cells and the facilities they are 
housed in. Supermax facilities are defined as facilities that house one type of solitary 
confinement called administrative segregation (King, 1999; National Institute of 
Corrections (NIC), 1997; Riveland, 1999). Facilities that house inmates in other forms of 
segregation are not considered supermax facilities, though there is evidence that inmates 
in multiple types of segregation are held in supermax facilities (Naday et al., 2008; NIC, 
1997; Pizarro et al., 2006). 
The types of segregation describe why a prisoner is placed in isolation (Browne et 
al., 2011; Cloud et al., 2015; Harrington, 2015). Administrative or preventative 
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segregation is for inmates that prison administrators have deemed a threat to “the safety 
and order” of the facility who cannot be controlled in less restrictive settings (DOJ, 2016, 
p. 4; King, 1999; Riveland, 1999). The other two main forms of restrictive housing are 
protective segregation, to protect inmates from a real or perceived threat, and disciplinary 
segregation, which is used as a punishment for a rule violation. Some additional forms of 
segregation are investigative (placement in restrictive housing while prison officials 
determine if longer placement is necessary) and transitional segregation (when an inmate 
is waiting for a transfer to other housing)—though these are rarely discussed in the 
literature (Browne et al., 2011; Cloud et al., 2015; DOJ, 2016). This lack of scholarly 
focus on the other forms of segregation hinders the understanding of the broader practice 
of restrictive housing and does not allow for comparison between types of segregation on 
conditions of confinement or populations housed in isolation. It is unclear how much of 
this general information the public is aware of or if they have an accurate picture of the 
practice. To better understand public opinion on restrictive housing, it is best to start by 
looking at corrections as a whole. 
Public Opinion 
 Corrections. While there has been a lot of discussion between professionals and 
researchers in the field, there has been less attention paid to the public perceptions of 
restrictive housing. Even when looking at public opinion of corrections as a whole there 
is a lack of information, particularly public opinion on prison conditions (Mears et al., 
2013; Wozniak, 2014). The literature that does exist shows a lot of variation in the 
public’s views of different types of sanctions and to what populations those punishments 
should be applied (Mears et al., 2013). One study found 46.6% of a representative sample 
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of U.S. citizens believe that prisons are “not harsh enough” (Wozniak, 2014). A 
restrictive housing environment is certainly harsher than the general prison population 
conditions, but it is unclear if the public would view restrictive housing as too harsh. On 
the other hand, 41.6% believed that the prison environment was “about right,” which 
suggests that those who fell into this category might view restrictive housing as too harsh. 
This may change for different populations that are assigned to restrictive housing for 
different reasons. The respondents’ opinions on the appropriateness of the prison 
environment were also affected by personal beliefs, including symbolic racism, and 
exposure to the criminal justice system (Wozniak, 2014). The Wozniak (2014) study 
illustrating that almost half the public thinks prison conditions should be harsher, matches 
the overall international trend of the public underestimating the severity of prison life 
(Mears et al., 2013). This implies that a substantial proportion of the public may be 
supportive of harsher conditions like restrictive housing. In addition, factors like 
exposure to the criminal justice system and personal beliefs may also be important when 
looking at the approval of a specific type of prison environment, restrictive housing.  
The divide between different political beliefs and party affiliations is also seen 
when looking at Gallup polls on the public’s views about the closing of Guantanamo Bay 
Prison in Cuba (Newport, 2010). Like the inmates in supermax facilities (e.g. in Mears & 
Bales, 2010), the prisoners held at Guantanamo are labeled “the worst of the worst” and 
are detained for long periods of time (Newport, 2010, p. 22). When asked if this prison 
should be closed 35% agreed, 45% disagreed, while a fifth of respondents did not know 
or refused to answer the question. When asking this question to a different sample, six 
months later, Gallup added that the prisoners currently held in Cuba would be moved to 
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the United States (Newport, 2010). The support for closing the prison remained about the 
same while the rate of disapproval rose to 65% and remained the same when a new set of 
respondents were asked this same question in another six months. These results show a 
majority would prefer high security prisons like Guantanamo Bay to remain open, 
especially when the prisoners would be held in the U.S, as those held in supermax 
facilities currently are (Newport, 2010). This suggests that the public may have 
reservations in closing facilities like supermax prisons and transferring those inmates to 
less harsh or secure environments. However, it is unclear if support for extreme prison 
environments, like restrictive housing, extends to vulnerable populations like juveniles. 
 Juvenile Justice. Juveniles present a unique conundrum when it comes to the 
restrictive housing debate. The juvenile justice system, unlike the adult criminal system, 
was built to focus on rehabilitation (Mears et al., 2007; Mears et al., 2015). When looking 
specifically at American’s point of view on juvenile corrections, as would be expected, 
there is also a scarcity of scholarly public opinion polls. One study showed that over 80% 
of a large and random sample of Florida residents did not want the juvenile system 
abolished (Mears et al., 2007). Another Florida study went further and looked at current 
public opinion on the balance of the goals of the juvenile system. Mears et al. (2015) 
found that the majority of a large sample of college students preferred that the objectives 
of rehabilitation and punishment share equal importance for violent and juvenile serious 
property offenders. About 85% preferred a balanced or rehabilitation oriented approach, 
which goes against recent legislation allowing for the transfer of younger and younger 
lawbreakers to the adult criminal system (Mears et al., 2007; Mears et al., 2015). 
Respondents believed that the appropriate transfer of juveniles to the adult system 
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occurred around an average age of 16 (Mears et al., 2007). It is unclear if the transfer of 
teenagers to the adult system will correspond with the public's opinion on appropriate 
forms of housing for that age group.  
 On the other hand, a different study utilizing randomly assigned factorial 
vignettes found that when looking at the public’s preference for type and length of 
sentence for juvenile murderers, respondents chose less punitive options or shorter 
periods of incarceration (Applegate & Davis, 2006). The preference for less punitive 
options matches the emphasis on rehabilitation for juveniles discussed above (Mears et 
al., 2015). This indicates that there may be less support for the use of restrictive housing 
for juveniles, as it has no basis in rehabilitation and is the most restrictive of options 
available to prison administrators. 
Restrictive Housing. While no study has assessed the public’s opinion of the 
broader practice of restrictive housing, Chilton (2014) came close by looking at public 
support for solitary confinement reform. The survey had a large sample of respondents 
(N=1,859) and three different vignettes that were randomly assigned. Each told the 
respondent the reasons why supporters of solitary confinement argue for its continued 
use. The first vignette gave no other information before asking how much the participant 
approved or disapproved of reform that would only allow for the use of solitary 
confinement in extreme circumstances (Chilton, 2014).  The second vignette added the 
information that critics of the practice argue that solitary confinement violates human 
rights. For both of these vignettes, 66% of participants supported reform. Conversely, 
34% were fine with the practice as it was currently being used, even with the claim of 
human rights violations (Chilton, 2014). The third vignette indicated that critics contend 
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that the practice is in breach of international human rights treaties signed by the United 
States. The increased level of support for reform was small, but a statistically significant 
amount (Chilton, 2014). This study shows that when using the controversial term of 
solitary confinement, a majority of the public wants to limit its use to extreme cases. 
Unfortunately, it also highlights that human rights, even when legitimized by 
international law, do not hold a substantive amount of sway. 
 One study, Mears et al. (2013), looks specifically at administrative segregation by 
measuring public support for supermax prisons among a random sample of adult 
Floridians (N=1,308). Overall, they found wide support, over 80%, but this support 
diminished to 60% when the surveyors removed the expectation that these facilities 
provide some public safety. Given this high level of support, it is not surprising that 70% 
of the sample also thought supermax prisons were a humane form of housing (Mears et 
al., 2013). This belief in the humanness of this type of prison also predicted support for 
supermaxes, with or without the expectation of a public safety benefit. Though the 
researchers measured many ways through which the participant could have been exposed 
to offenders and the criminal justice system, only those with prior victimization were 
more likely to view supermax as humane (Mears et al., 2013). Interestingly a retributivist 
carceral philosophy, namely that punishment is the most important concern in 
corrections, was positively associated with support. It is unclear if other penal 
philosophies (e.g. deterrence, incapacitation, and rehabilitation) would all be associated 
with support for restrictive housing as a whole.  
The researchers also used the retributivist and other demographic variables 
associated with the symbolic threat and individual agency theories as proxy measures to 
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see if these theories would be predictive of support for this correctional housing method. 
And overall, they did find support for these two hypotheses (Mears et al., 2013). 
However, as this study looked at the predictive value of the respondent’s demographics 
on their opinions for one type of segregation, it is still unknown how inmate and 
situational factors may affect support for the greater practice of restrictive housing. 
Situational Dimensions of Restrictive Housing  
These opinion polls are helpful, but they do not begin to address the complex 
reality of restrictive housing in practice. While the Mears et al. (2013) study was the first 
to examine public opinion on one form of restrictive housing, it is still unclear if the 
public supports this practice for different populations and for different reasons. What the 
public may deem as appropriate to restrain an inmate with a history of violence is not 
necessarily an appropriate method of protection for an LGBT prisoner. Yet both of these 
situations are under the umbrella of restrictive housing. It is important to understand 
situational public opinion because the correctional system detains a large variety of 
individuals, and it is unclear if public approval for this practice is contingent on who, 
why, and how long an inmate is housed in isolation.   
Types of segregation. Administrative segregation is used to maintain prison order 
and safety through the isolation of inmates who have shown a pattern of seriously 
disruptive and violent behavior (DOJ, 2016; NIC, 1997). This type of restrictive housing 
is the most commonly discussed because of the literature’s focus on supermax facilities 
(Haney, 2008; Mears & Reisig, 2006; Pizarro & Narag, 2008). One Florida study by 
Mears and Bales (2010) found that inmates stayed in supermax for an average of 13.72 
months. This study and another nationwide government report on restrictive housing 
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found that compared to the general prison population, those who had experience some 
form of segregation were more likely to be younger and black (Beck, 2015; Mears & 
Bales, 2010).  There are varying placement procedures and required reviews, but 
generally prison administrators are given a wide range of discretion (Metcalf et al., 2013).  
Like administrative, in protective segregation a prisoner is held in isolation for an 
indeterminate amount of time; however, this form of segregation is for the inmate’s 
protection rather than their own violent or destructive behavior in prison (Cloud et al., 
2015; Harrington, 2015). These populations include but are not limited to juveniles, 
prison informants, inmates with notorious crimes like child sex abuse, previous law 
enforcement, and LGBT inmates (Birckhead, 2016; Brownie et al., 2011; DOJ, 2016). 
According to Beck (2015) lesbian and gay offenders (transgender and bisexual inmates 
were not included) were more likely to spend at least 30 days in restrictive housing 
compared to heterosexuals from 2011 to 2012.Though placement in federal protective 
segregation is subject to reviews, and some volunteer for placement, it is unclear exactly 
what these procedures and criteria are at the state and local level (DOJ, 2016; Harrington, 
2015). Even though some of these populations are placed in isolation through no fault of 
their own (e.g. juveniles and LGBT inmates), their access to visitation and programming 
can be as limited as those in administrative and disciplinary segregation (Birckhead, 
2016). 
While the conditions may be the same, disciplinary segregation is the only type of 
segregation that is classified as a punishment (Browne et al., 2011). Placement can result 
from a wide variety of rule violations ranging from obscene or abusive language to 
killing another inmate (DOJ, 2016).  The severity of the offense or the length of stay does 
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not determine the harshness of the conditions (Harrington, 2015). Inmates in disciplinary 
segregation are also more likely to be black, and placement is negatively associated with 
age (Cochran et al., 2017). When it comes to placement procedures, the courts have been 
brought into the matter and while some due process is required this does not include right 
to counsel, which limits the inmate’s ability to successfully challenge the charges (Butler 
& Steiner, 2017).  
Age and Restrictive Housing. Though the previously discussed studies found 
inmates in restrictive housing tended to be younger, none of them looked at juveniles (17 
years old or younger) (Beck, 2015; Cochran et al., 2017; Mears & Bales, 2010). About 
30% of countries, including the U.S., either legally allow for or currently hold juveniles 
in restrictive housing (Birckhead, 2016). Research shows, and the Supreme Court has 
agreed, that adolescents are different from the adult population at a cognitive and 
psychobiological level (Castillo, 2015; Gianetti, 2011; Steinberg, 2009). The correctional 
environment, and specifically harsh punishments, may stunt an adolescent’s cognitive 
growth and psychosocial maturity (Steinberg, 2009). National professional organizations, 
like the American Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry, agree that restrictive 
housing is not appropriate for juveniles (Whitley & Rozel, 2016). But unfortunately, 
juvenile correctional facilities may not be consistent with these best practice guidelines 
(Sedlak & McPherson, 2010).  
When looking directly at juveniles in segregation, Kaba et al. (2014) found that 
for jail inmates, both placement in segregation and being 18 years old or younger were 
associated with self-harm. Juveniles had one of the highest risks for self-harm. Though 
compared to those who had not spent time in segregation, inmates, of any age, were 6.9 
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times more likely to purposely hurt themselves (Kaba et al., 2014). This is not the only 
study that provides evidence of the possible detrimental effects for segregation inmates 
beyond juveniles (Grassian, 2006; Haney, 2003; Pizarro & Stenius, 2004). However, 
many of these studies have methodological issues, like an inability to establish causal 
ordering and limited generalizability (O’Keefe, 2008; Pizarro & Stenius, 2004) More 
recent and methodologically sound studies have found less evidence for effects. The first 
to utilize pre- and post-tests found no negative psychological effects (O’Keefe et al., 
2013). And a recent meta analysis documented that studies with lower scientific integrity 
showed larger effect sizes than those with higher integrity (Morgan et al., 2016). Overall, 
it is unclear if the public is aware of these important details—necessary for an informed 
opinion about what types of segregation are appropriate and for what populations. 
CURRENT FOCUS 
Given the trend away from restrictive housing for juveniles at the federal level 
(see Obama, 2016), a greater understanding of public opinion, whether it be for or 
against, would be informative for policy makers who are deciding on new legislation and 
prison administrators who are deciding who they will place in isolation cells. The current 
study hopes to better inform these practitioners and legislators about what the public 
approves of when it comes to their use of restrictive housing.  
While there have been articles about solitary confinement or restrictive housing in 
popular media, like The New Yorker and Rolling Stone, it is unknown how much the 
public really knows about this practice and where they are getting their information 
(Gawande, 2009; Tietz, 2012). The current study seeks to answer those questions about 
the public’s knowledge of or exposure to information on restrictive housing. When 
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weighing public opinion in any governmental policy, it may be prudent to know just how 
informed they are on the topic. Along that same line, it is important to ascertain what 
types of information, for example television show versus scholarly article, are 
contributing to the public’s understanding of what restrictive housing is, as this may 
affect how they view the practice. Thus, the first research question is: how much does the 
public know? And related, where are they getting their information? As this has never 
been examined before, there is no direct previous literature to inform a hypothesis and 
this question is simply to establish a baseline understanding.  
While there have been two studies that looked at public opinion of supermax 
facilities and solitary confinement reform, this study would be the first to establish public 
opinion of restrictive housing in general, not just one type of segregation (Chilton, 2014; 
Mears et al., 2013). A greater understanding of the support for or opposition to this 
particular policy is a pressing question to answer, as there are currently many of tens of 
thousands being held in isolation (Browne et al., 2011; Cloud et al., 2015). Thus, the 
second research question is: what are the public’s general opinions of restrictive housing? 
However, this study goes further to look at several different dimensions of approval 
regarding placement, conditions, the humaneness of the practice, and whether it should 
be an option for administrators to place inmates with or without mental illness in 
restrictive housing. The two public opinion surveys on this subject showed mixed results 
and neither of them discussed four out of the five aspects regarding general opinions. 
However, the Mears et al. (2013) study did ask if respondents believed that supermax 
facilities are inhumane, and a majority of them indicated they were not. Thus, the 
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hypothesis for this research question is that this sample will also find restrictive housing 
to be a humane form of housing. 
For the third research question, this study also goes beyond generalities to look at 
public opinion regarding the appropriateness of restrictive housing for different 
populations and circumstances. Inmate characteristics and the situational factors that 
relate to how their confinement affects public opinion on restrictive housing has never 
been assessed. It is important to look at the factors that shape public opinion beyond the 
respondent’s demographics and delve deeper into a more nuanced understanding of how 
the public, and particularly those who may go on to work in the criminal justice system, 
thinks that system should work. 
METHODS 
Data 
 The sample used for this analysis comes from a convenience sample of Arizona 
State University (ASU) undergraduate and graduate students who were 18 years old or 
older (n=363). Data were collected during the 2017 spring semester. A link to the online 
survey was distributed to students via their Criminal Justice or Psychology professors, 
who offered extra credit for participation. An alternative assignment was also available to 
students who did not want to participate. Though the survey was only conducted online, 
the link was distributed to students who took classes remotely and on campus. The survey 
took about 12 to 15 minutes to complete and included multiple choice, sliding scale, and 
write-in answer choices.  
For all of the demographic information, some respondents chose not to answer, so 
these totals are different than the overall total of participants. For example, out of 309 
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respondents the average age was 22 years old with a standard deviation of 4.574, though 
the ages ranged from 18 to 50 (see table 1). The race and ethnicity categories for the 
survey were chosen to match the data collected by the university, with 315 of the 
respondents answering this question (see tables 2). Like the greater student population, 
the largest race/ethnicity in the sample were White or Caucasian, though this was 15 
percentage points lower in the sample compared to the university as a whole. This sample 
had more Latinos and Hispanics (almost 18 percentage points higher) than the university 
overall and is narrowly surpassed by the White or Caucasian category for the modal 
category. The rest of the race categories are fairly similar to their university population 
counterparts and do not vary by more than 5 percentage points. The sample was also 
majority female (55.7% of the 316 that responded to that question). The survey also 
included an “other” answer choice for the gender question and two (0.633%) of the 
respondents chose this category (see table 3).  
 
Table1: Respondent Age Summary Statistics 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 
VARIABLES N mean sd min max 
      
Respondent age 309 22.37 4.574 18 50 
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Table 2: Sample Race/Ethnicity Frequencies 
 Survey Sample  Arizona State 
University 
   (Spring 2015) 
 Freq   
Race (Percent)  (Percent) 
    
White/Caucasian 128   
 (40.63)  (55.4) 
African-American/Black 14   
 (4.44)  (4.9) 
Latino/Hispanic 118   
 (37.46)  (19.98) 
American Indian/Native 
American/Alaskan Native 
7   
 (2.22)  (7) 
Asian 13   
 (4.13)  (5.7) 
Native Hawaiian/ Pacific Islander 0   
 (0.00)  (0.3) 
Two or more races/ethnicities 27   
 (8.57)  (3.8) 
Other 8   
 (2.54)  Not given 
    
Total 315  Not given 
Note: The university percentages can be found at 
vioa.asu.edu/sites/default/file/quickfacts/Quick%20Facts%20Spring%202015%20FINSL.pdf  
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Table 3: Respondent Gender Frequencies 
 (1) 
  
 Freq 
Gender (Percent) 
  
Male 138 
 (43.67) 
Female 176 
 (55.70) 
Other 2 
 (0.63) 
  
Total 316 
Note: for the regression models the other and female categories were grouped together 
 
The survey also asked the student’s major but only 5 of the 363 participants 
responded to this question.3 Those taking criminal justice classes are more likely to be 
exposed to information about restrictive housing and thus their level of knowledge or 
opinions about restrictive housing may not be generalizable to students that have taken no 
such classes. These participants are also more likely to be exposed to information about 
restrictive housing than the general population. 
Key Variables 
 Research Question 1. For the first research question regarding what the public 
knows about restrictive housing, four questions are examined and can be separated into 
two groups: knowledge rating and sources of information. First, the survey asks the 
participants to self-rate how much they know about restrictive housing, with five answer 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
3!A second survey, that could not be connected to their answers about restrictive housing, 
asked for their name, their professor’s name, and the class in which they were receiving 
extra credit. Of the 282 who participated in this second survey all gave criminal justice 
classes. Given this and that the survey was given to mostly criminal justice and some 
psychology professors it is reasonable to assume that the majority of participants were 
criminal justice or related majors.!
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choices ranging from none at all to a great deal. The second question assesses actual level 
of knowledge by asking for the percent of those currently incarcerated they believe to be 
held in restrictive housing, which will later be compared to the correct percentage. While 
these try to ascertain their level of knowledge, the other two questions ask what types of 
media about restrictive housing they have been exposed to. The first asks about 
nonfiction media, where the respondent selects all that apply of the 10 answer options or 
none of the above. The options range from legitimate sources like newspaper or scholarly 
articles to sources considered less legitimate by research standards, like a blog post. For 
fictional media, participants can again choose multiple of the 6 categories (e.g. television 
show, visual art, and theater play). 
 Research Question 2. The second research question uses six survey questions to 
try and determine the sample’s general opinions about restrictive housing. The first of 
which asks how often the practice should be used, and gives respondents five options to 
choose from ranging from never to always. The other general opinions are established by 
asking the sample to indicate their level of agreement with five statements, where 0 
represents strongly disagree and 10 represents strongly agree. This format was chosen to 
maximize specificity by utilizing a large number scale with an exact middle. The five 
statements given to the sample are as follows: 1) placement in restrictive housing is often 
abused by prison officials, 2) restrictive housing is a humane way to house prisoners, 3) 
the conditions of restrictive housing are inherently abusive, 4) restrictive housing should 
be an option for prison officials, and 5) prison officials should be allowed to place 
inmates with mental illness in restrictive housing. As shown, restrictive housing was 
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placed in both a positive and negative light to discourage individuals from simply 
selecting the same answer for each statement in the matrix. 
 Research Question 3. For the final research question regarding situational 
approval of restrictive housing three vignettes were used. Vignettes (called scenario in 
the survey) were randomly selected so that the participant would receive one that was 
evenly distributed. For example, once one possible selection for the vignette was 
randomly chosen and presented, all the other possible selections had to be given to other 
respondents before any selections could be presented a second time. All of the possible 
selections are listed in the complete survey in Appendix A, though the respondents only 
saw one of these for vignettes #1, #2, and #3. 
 The first vignette (scenario #1) was a 3x3 design, varying the age of the inmate 
and the type of segregation they were placed in. There were a total of nine possible 
selections that the participant could be presented with. The three levels for the factor of 
age were fifteen, twenty-one, and thirty-five years old. These three levels were chosen to 
represent the varying stages of brain development as one ages. The three levels of the 
factor of type of segregation were administrative segregation, protective segregation, and 
disciplinary segregation. Because respondents would not likely know this correctional 
terminology, descriptions of each form of segregation were taken directly from the 2016 
DOJ report. Though there are more types of segregation discussed above, these seemed to 
be the most relevant and most discussed in the literature. They were also very different in 
their motivations so there would be no overlap between them that may interfere with the 
analysis. For an example of the wording, one of the possible selections of scenario #1 is 
as follows: 
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Prison officials decided to place a fifteen year old male inmate in restrictive housing. His 
placement was to prevent the inmate from threatening the safety and order of the 
institution. 
In this and all other vignettes the inmate discussed is stated to be male for simplicity.  
 The second vignette (scenario #2) was a 2x4 design and looked specifically at 
protective segregation. There were a total of 8 possible selections that the participant 
could be presented with. The two factors that varied in this vignette were the inmate’s 
reason for placement in protective segregation and whether it was voluntary. Thus the 
two levels of the voluntary factor were voluntary and involuntary. The four levels of the 
factor of reason for placement and their wording were also taken from the 2016 DOJ 
report. These included gang affiliation, ties to law enforcement, the notoriety of the 
inmate’s prior criminal conduct (for example, child sex abuse), and LGBT inmates. Some 
literature classified gang affiliation as administrative segregation (Brownie et al., 2011). 
However, it seemed prudent to stick to the classification laid out by the 2016 DOJ report, 
as the survey was built around this document, and the departure did not seem to outweigh 
the need for consistency. It was important to see if there were differences in the level of 
support for individuals who were placed in isolation through no fault of their own, like an 
LGBT inmate, versus a prisoner who was in segregation due to a previous harmful action 
either during or prior to incarceration (e.g. gang member or notorious criminal). For an 
example of the wording, one of the possible selections for scenario #2 is as follows: 
Prison officials determine there is a real or perceived threat to a male inmate’s safety 
because of his ties to law enforcement, either as a prison informant or a former law 
enforcement officer. He is involuntarily placed in restrictive housing until prison officials 
determine he is no longer under threat. 
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The rest of the wording of the vignette was designed to be comprised as much as possible 
of the DOJ (2016) report’s phrasing. According to the literature, and specifically the DOJ 
report, the amount of time spent in protective segregation is of an indeterminate nature, 
and thus this was specified in the vignette.  
 The third vignette (scenario #3) discussed administrative segregation and had only 
one factor with 6 different levels. This gives a total of 6 different selections that could be 
presented to the respondent. The factor varied was the amount of time spent in 
administrative segregation, and included 15, 90, and 180 days in addition to 1, 5, and 10 
years. Specifically, the time interval of 15 days was selected due to the proposal by the 
U.N.’s special rapporteur on torture and other cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or 
punishment that solitary confinement be limited no longer than 15 days.  It was also 
important to show a large variation in the amount of time spent in administrative 
segregation as the same U.N. report stated years of solitary imprisonment, with little or 
no human contact, can legitimately be defined as torture (Katel, 2012). For an example of 
the wording, one of the possible selections for scenario #3 is as follows: 
A male inmate is placed in restrictive housing to prevent the inmate from threatening the 
safety and order of the institution. His placement is not a punishment for a specific rule 
violation but instead prison officials believe he is “too dangerous” to be housed in the 
general prison population. This inmate remains in restrictive housing for 10 years. 
While the different time intervals used were influenced by the U.N. report, the phrasing 
of the actual vignette was taken directly from the 2016 DOJ report. The different levels of 
each of the factor for all of the vignettes will become independent variables in the 
analysis discussed below. 
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After all three of the vignettes the respondents were asked to what extent they 
agreed with the prison officials’ decision to place the inmate in restrictive housing by 
moving the slider along a scale from 0 to 10, where 0 represents strongly disagree and 10 
represents strongly agree. Like the statements that were used to determine general 
opinions of restrictive housing, the sliding scale was used to get a more accurate indicator 
of the participants’ level of agreement to the prison administration’s decision.  These 
three approval ratings will become the dependent variables of their respective vignette 
analyses. 
 There are several other variables measured that may have influence on the 
respondents’ level of agreement with the placement of the inmate in restrictive housing 
discussed in the vignettes. Beyond the general demographics that were measured like age, 
race, and gender, participants were asked for their political ideology with the response 
categories of very conservative, conservative, moderate, liberal, and very liberal. 
Conservativeness was also measured in the Mears et al. (2013) study because of its 
hypothesized influence on public opinion of restrictive housing along with questions that 
measured the sample’s exposure to the criminal justice system. These included if the 
respondent had ever been arrested, if they had family or friends that had spent time in jail 
or prison, if they were the victim of a crime, and if they were working in the criminal 
justice system. It seemed prudent to also measure these variables even if they were not 
found to be statistically significant in 2013 study. However, there were some 
modifications for the present inquiry. For example, participants were asked if they had 
been the victim of a crime or the victim of a violent crime.  
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The Mears et al. (2013) study also measured if the participant had a retributivist 
philosophy. Rather than looking specifically at retributivism, the current project asked 
participants directly what they believed the primary purpose of incarceration was. The 
answer choices given described the four main purposes of incarceration: punishment, 
incapacitation, deterrence, and rehabilitation (Cullen & Jonson, 2012). These variables 
become the control variables for later analyses. 
PLAN OF ANALYSIS 
The plan of analysis can be broken up into two types: descriptive statistics and 
ordinary least squares (OLS) regression for the inferential analysis. To answer the first 
two research questions, basic descriptive statistics including frequencies and means were 
utilized. As this is the first inquiry into the public’s knowledge of restrictive housing and 
their media exposure to the subject, it is important to take the lay of the land before 
continuing on to more advanced statistical analysis. For the first research question, 
frequencies will be given for the question asking for the respondents to self-rate their 
level of knowledge of the practice. Only summary statistics will be given for the 
participants’ estimation of the percentage of inmates in restrictive housing, and 
frequencies will be presented for the questions about exposure to nonfiction and fiction 
media regarding restrictive housing.  
 For the second research question regarding general opinions, frequencies will be 
given for the participants’ assessment of how often the placement in restrictive housing 
should be used. For the other five statements on which the respondents are asked to 
indicate their level of agreement in order to determine general opinions only summary 
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statistics will be presented. These general opinions will also be included in the regression 
discussed below.  
 Analysis for the question of what variables affect public approval ratings of 
situational restrictive housing will utilize OLS regression. For each vignette the levels of 
the different factors were recoded into dummy variables. For example, in vignette 1 if the 
participant was given a selection where the inmate was 15 years old (which occurs in 3 
out of the total of 9 possible selections) then the juvenile variable was coded as 1. If the 
participant received one of the other six selections where the inmate was a young adult or 
adult, then they were coded as 0 on the juvenile variable. This process was repeated for 
each level of each factor of each vignette until there were dummy variables for every 
level in the survey.  
 For each of the vignettes there are two models. For each model the dependent 
variable is the level of approval for the corresponding vignette. The first model for each 
vignette includes several control variables. For respondent demographics, gender was 
coded into a dummy variable, male, where both the females and those that selected 
“other” gender category coded as zero. For race, three separate dummy variables were 
created out of the six race categories into White, Latino and all other races. In the 
analysis White was left as the reference category. Age was also included as a control but 
was not recoded as it was already in scale form. The next type of control variables relate 
to the respondents’ philosophy, both political and carceral. The question regarding 
political ideology was recoded into three dummy variables: conservative (which included 
the conservative and very conservative answer choices), moderate, and liberal (which 
included the liberal and very liberal answer choices). Moderate was used as the reference 
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category. Each of the four reasons for incarceration were also recoded into dummy 
variables with the rehabilitation variable used as the reference category. Four of the 
control variables correspond to the respondents’ exposure to the criminal justice system. 
These include if the respondent had been arrested, if they had family or friends in jail, if 
they had been the victim of a violent crime, and if they had worked in the criminal justice 
system. Given that the answer choices for these four questions were yes or no, there was 
no need to recode them into dummy variables. Even though whether the participant was 
the victim of any crime, not just a violent crime, was asked in the survey it was not 
included in the analyses at present, as logically violent victimization should have more of 
an effect, if any, on restrictive housing approval. The last five control variables are the 
scale variables used to determine general opinions of restrictive housing (research 
question 2) where respondents were asked to rate their level of agreement with five 
statements regarding placement, conditions, whether it is humane, if it should be an 
option for prison officials, and if placement of mentally ill inmates should be allowed.  
 The second model for each vignette also includes the above control variables. In 
addition to these, the dummy variables for each level of that vignette’s factors are added 
to the regression as the independent variables, except for the reference categories. For 
vignette #1, which manipulates age and type of segregation, the juvenile and the 
disciplinary segregation dummy variables are reference categories. For vignette #2, 
which looks at protective segregation, placement in protective segregation for LGBT 
status was used as the reference category. This allows us to compare those in protective 
custody through no fault of their own to be compared to the three harmful reasons for 
protective segregation placement. For vignette #3, which only manipulates length of stay 
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in administrative segregation, the 15 day time interval is used as the reference category to 
allow for differences in approval to be ascertained as time increases.4 To obtain the entire 
survey contact the author. 
RESULTS 
Research Question #1  
 For the first research question regarding the public’s knowledge of restrictive 
housing, the frequencies for the self-evaluation of restrictive housing knowledge are 
located in table 4. The modal category was “a little” previous knowledge and the median 
also corresponds to this category. When the sample was asked the percentage of those 
incarcerated who are in restrictive housing, the average was 35.20% with a standard 
deviation of 20.55 percentage points (see table 5). Beck (2015) estimates 7.1% of jail and 
prison inmates were in restrictive housing on an average day from 2011 to 2012. Thirty 
participants guessed either 5 or 10% of inmates are currently in restrictive housing. Thus 
9% of the sample had the “correct” answer, as 7.1% was not a possible answer choice. 
 The frequencies for the participant’s self-rated exposure to different non-fiction 
media are located in table 6. The modal category for nonfiction media was “television 
news segment” (31.68%) which narrowly overtook the “newspaper/magazine article” 
category (30.85%). The next most common category was “none of the above” (27.27%), 
which was also closely followed by “scholarly/peer reviewed article” at 25.90%. 
Switching to fictional media, the modal category was “television show” at 230 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
4!For all of the variables used in any of the regression analyses, t-tests were conducted to 
see if those dropped from the regressions due to missing data are significantly different 
than those who remained in the model. The results are discussed in the limitations 
section.!
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participants or 63.36% of the sample having watched a television show which included 
restrictive housing. The “movie” category was only slightly less with 61.43% of the 
participants (see table 8). Because participants were able to select multiple categories the 
percentages do not add up to 100%. The total used to find the percentages was the full 
sample of 363 participants, though again, the frequencies do not combine to this total.  
 
Table 4: Previous Knowledge Frequencies 
 (1) 
  
 Freq 
Previous knowledge (Percent) 
  
None at all 96 
 (27.59) 
A little 153 
 (43.97) 
A moderate amount 78 
 (22.41) 
A lot 14 
 (4.02) 
A great deal 7 
 (2.01) 
  
Total 348 
 
 
Table 5: Respondent Estimations of Percent of Incarcerated in Restrictive Housing 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 
VARIABLES N mean sd min max 
      
% in R.H. 333 35.20 20.55 0 100 
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Table 6: Nonfiction Media Frequencies 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Note: Respondents could select multiple categories, so the percentages do not add up to 100 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 (1) 
  
 Freq 
Nonfiction media (Percent) 
  
Newspaper/magazine article 112 
 (30.85) 
Scholarly/peer reviewed article 94 
 (25.90) 
Nonfiction book 42 
 (11.57) 
Government report/website 68 
 (18.73) 
Television news segment 115 
 (31.68) 
Online news segment 72 
 (19.83) 
Advocacy website 35 
 (9.64) 
Radio program/podcast 25 
 (6.89) 
Prisoner memoir 34 
 (9.37) 
Blog post 29 
 (7.99) 
 
None of the above 99 
 (27.27) 
 
Total 363 
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Table 7: Fiction Media Frequencies  
 (1) 
  
 Freq 
Fiction media (Percent) 
  
Television showa 230 
 (63.36) 
Fictional writingb 86 
 (23.69) 
Movie 223 
 (61.43) 
Visual artc 32 
 (8.81) 
Music 52 
 (14.33) 
Theater play 8 
 (2.20) 
None of the above 49 
 (13.5) 
  
Total 363 
Note: Respondents could select multiple categories, so the percentages do not add up to 100 
a: includes cable television and online streaming services like Netflix and Hulu 
b: includes books, short stories and poetry 
c: includes paintings, photographs, drawings, and performance art 
 
Research Question #2 
 For the second research question about general opinions of restrictive housing, 
table 8 shows the frequencies for how often the participants thought that restrictive 
housing should be used. By far the modal category is “sometimes” with 67.78% of the 
sample, this also contains the median. The next largest category is “about half the time” 
though this is almost 53 percentage points less than the modal category. Those at the 
extremes of the spectrum (“never” and “always”) constituted less than 10% of 
participants.  
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 Summary statistics for the five scale variables are listed in table 9. For this scale 0 
represents strongly disagree, 5 approximates neutrality to the statement, and 10 signals 
that the respondent strongly agrees. The first four statements, regarding the abuse of 
placement, restrictive housing’s humaneness, abusive conditions, and whether it should 
be an option to prison officials have averages that hover around neutrality (4.755, 4.491, 
4.415 and 5.062 respectively). The statement regarding the legitimacy of placing 
mentally ill inmates in restrictive is only slightly less at 3.765, and represents slight 
disagreement with the statement. The standard deviations are about the same for each of 
the five variables, though again, the statement regarding the mentally ill was slightly 
different than the rest as it approaches 3. Though the averages are clustered in the middle 
of the scale, for all five of the statements, some participants did select the numbers 
corresponding to the extremes of the scale (e.g. 0 and 10). The standard deviations for the 
first four statements are about 2.5. For the last statement regarding the placement of the 
mentally ill in restrictive housing, the standard deviation almost reaches 3. For the 68% 
of the sample that is one standard deviation from the mean, responses ranges from 
moderately agree to moderately disagree. This still leaves almost a third of the sample at 
the extreme ends of the scale, indicating strong opinions of approval and disapproval. 
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Table 8: How Often Restrictive Housing Should Be Used Frequencies 
 (1) 
 Freq 
How often should 
be used 
(Percent) 
  
Never 19 
 (5.775) 
Sometimes 223 
 (67.78) 
About half the time 49 
 (14.89) 
Most of the time 23 
 (6.991) 
Always 15 
 (4.559) 
  
Total 329 
 
 
 
Table 9: General Opinion Summary Statistics 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Note: strongly disagree=0, neutral=5, strongly agree=10 
 
 
Research Question #3 
 For the research question investigating the situational factors that affect approval 
ratings, each vignette has two models, the first with only the control variables and the 
second with the different levels of that vignette’s factors added. The regression 
coefficients and standard errors of the first and second model for vignette #1, which 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 
VARIABLES N mean sd min max 
 
Placement is abused 
 
323 
 
4.755 
 
2.365 
 
0 
 
10 
Humane housing 324 4.491 2.520 0 10 
Conditions are abusive 323 4.415 2.441 0 10 
Should be an option 323 5.062 2.606 0 10 
Mentally ill in R.H. 324 3.765 2.985 0 10 
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manipulates age and type of segregation, can be seen in table 10 (see Appendix A). Of 
the control variables in model one, two variables that measure the respondent’s exposure 
to the criminal justice system were statistically significant at a p<0.05 level: if they had 
family or friends who had spent time in jail or prison and if they had worked in the 
criminal justice system. Their predicted level of agreement decreased if they replied yes 
to either of these questions. Three of the five statements gathering the general opinions 
about the practice were significantly positively correlated with the dependent variable at 
the p<0.01 level, including restrictive housing is humane, it should be an option for 
prison officials, and mentally ill inmates can be housed in segregation. When the dummy 
variables for the different levels of that vignette are added in model two, all four of the 
independent variable predictors are significantly and positively correlated with approval 
of placement for this vignette at the p<0.01 level. The same control variables that were 
significantly associated in the first model remain significantly correlated with approval 
ratings, though the coefficients do change slightly. The R-squared for the first model is 
0.315 and this is improved upon by the addition of the independent variables, resulting in 
an R-squared of 0.374.  
 For vignette #2, which looks at strictly at protective segregation, some of the 
significant control variables are different and can be seen in table 11 (see Appendix B). In 
model 1, being male is significantly and positively correlated with approval ratings for 
that vignette as compared to those who were not male (p<0.05). Also, unlike the previous 
vignette, only two of the general opinion statements are significant, namely that 
restrictive housing should be an option and that it should be an option for the mentally ill, 
at the p<0.01 and p<0.001 levels respectively. When the independent variables, e.g. the 
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different reasons for placement in protective segregation and if it was voluntary, were 
added to model 2 only the male variable loses its significance. The voluntary variable is 
statistically significant at the p<0.001 level, indicating that compared to being 
involuntarily placed in protective segregation, voluntary placement is associated with a 
higher approval rating. Two of the reasons for placement in this vignette, ties to law 
enforcement and the notoriety of the inmate’s crime, were both statistically significant at 
the p<0.01 level, signifying that as compared to the LGBT reason for placement, these 
two variables are correlated with higher rates of approval. The R-squared for both of 
these models are lower than that of the previous vignette. Model 1 starts with an R-
squared of 0.168 but this is again improved upon by the addition of the independent 
variables, resulting in model 2 having a 0.205 R-square. This indicates that the factors 
manipulated in this vignette, namely the reasons for placement in protective segregation 
and whether placement was voluntary, explains less of the variation in the dependent 
variable. 
For the third and final vignette, which only manipulates time spent in 
administrative segregation, there is again a different configuration of the general opinions 
that are statistically significant and can be seen in table 12 (see Appendix C). Again 
humane housing (p<0.05) and mentally ill in restrictive housing (p<0.001) are 
statistically significant, and for the first time so is the statement that conditions are 
abusive (p<0.001). The former two are both positively associated with approval ratings 
for that vignette, while the variable for abusive conditions is negatively associated. Only 
for the statement that conditions are abusive does the significance increase in the second 
model (p<0.001). Of the independent variables added to model 2 only the 5 years and 10 
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years were statistically significant, p<0.01 and p<0.001 respectively. As compared to the 
15 day variable these two are negatively associated with the approval ratings for vignette 
#3. The R-squared for these models are higher than those for vignette #2 but do not reach 
the size of vignette #1. However, like the previous vignettes the R-squared for model 2 
(0.293) is larger than that for model 1 (0.228). 
DISCUSSION  
This study investigates public opinion of restrictive housing in a way that has not 
been previously examined. Given the large number of individuals in restrictive housing 
(e.g. Beck, 2015), it is important that the general public be a part of the discussion that 
has already started without them. This study aims to add to the vital dialog between 
lawmakers, practitioners, researchers, and the public in regards to how the government 
should treat those in its care.  
There are several findings in this study that add to the current academic 
understanding of public opinion and public knowledge of restrictive housing. First of all, 
this study is the first of its kind in measuring both public knowledge of restrictive 
housing and the types of nonfiction and fiction media to which respondents have been 
exposed to. From the self-assessments of their previous knowledge (the modal category 
and median were “a little”), one might assume this sample of criminal justice students has 
not covered this subject extensively in class or in their own time, though this is 
understandable given the relatively small number of those held in restrictive housing 
compared to the entire US incarcerated population. However, a quarter of respondents 
had read a scholarly or peer-reviewed article on the subject, indicating that restrictive 
housing had been examined either in class or in their individual research. Together, these 
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results show that while this subject may not be a large part of criminal justice education, 
restrictive housing is still being discussed at this large research university. 
For a more precise test of students’ level of knowledge on this subject, this study 
allows for a comparison of the percentage of inmates in restrictive housing with the 
participants’ estimations. As stated above, the most recent figures available for the 
percentage of those in some form of restrictive housing comes from the 2011 to 2012 
calendar year, with a total of 7.1% in jails and prisons nationwide (Beck, 2015) The 
correct percentage is more than a standard deviation away from the sample mean 
(35.20%) that the respondents estimated. There is a lot of variation here as the standard 
deviation is quite large (20.55 percentage points) and the maximum and minimum values 
span the entire scale. This adds some validity to the over 70% of participants who rated 
their knowledge level as “a little” or “none at all,” though of course this is not a direct 
test. It is interesting that the average of the respondent’s estimations greatly overestimates 
the number of incarcerated in restrictive housing (by 28.1 percentage points). The fact 
that it is an overestimation, suggests that the participants believe that the practice is used 
much more widely than it is. Due to the neutrality of the sample’s answers for the general 
opinions section, it is unclear if this overestimation of its current use corresponds to how 
the respondents think placement in restrictive housing should be used.  
 When asked directly about their previous knowledge of restrictive housing the 
participants indicate they have little knowledge, but the self-reports of media exposure on 
the subject tell a different tale. Standard news media, whether it was television or print, 
was selected by the most respondents. This study of a relatively unknown correctional 
practice mimics what previous literature has shown regarding the public’s sources for 
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criminal justice information (e.g. Pickett et al., 2015). This is also interesting given this 
specific sample of students, and though a quarter of them have read a scholarly or peer-
reviewed article, there is still a reliance on traditional news media. But what is perhaps 
even more interesting are the results of the fiction media. Almost two-thirds of the 
sample had seen a television show that incorporated restrictive housing. Just slightly 
fewer participants had seen a movie that involved this practice as well. Given their 
subject of interest, they may search out fiction media that deals with the criminal justice 
system. When comparing fiction to nonfiction, the two largest categories of nonfiction 
combined are still slightly less than the number of participants who had seen a television 
program on the subject.  
 While the influence of media on opinions was beyond the scope of this study, 
general opinions were established.  Due to the fact that the previous forays into public 
opinion of restrictive housing by Mears et al. (2013) and Chilton (2014) showed mixed 
results, it is not surprising that the current sample lies somewhere in between. Even if the 
vast majority of the sample does believe that this form of housing should be used 
“sometimes,” when asked if it should be an option for prison officials they were 
undecided.  This and the fact that both positive (restrictive housing is humane) and 
negative (placement or conditions are abusive) statements about segregation had almost 
the exact same approval levels and standard deviations, suggest that the public does not 
know what to think about the practice. Only when dealing with mentally ill prisoners did 
their approval ratings suggest slight disapproval rather than indecisiveness. This suggests 
that the public may align with the DOJ’s (2016) recommendations against placing 
severely mentally ill inmates in isolation.  
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 Despite this lack of definitive support or opposition, the regression models show 
that there are certain situational factors that do affect approval of restrictive housing. For 
vignette #1, which manipulated age of the inmate and the types of segregation, not only 
were all of the independent variables statistically significant, but the second model 
explained about a third of the variation. More specifically, when compared to juveniles, 
as the age of the inmate in the vignette increased so did public approval. While there is a 
statistically significant difference in approval ratings based on age, it is unclear if this is a 
substantive amount of difference in the level of approval that could lead to different 
policies for inmates at different developmental stages. The difference in approval was 
also statistically significant when comparing protective segregation or administrative 
segregation to the reference category (disciplinary segregation). This substantiates the 
need to look beyond generalities when it comes to public opinion of restrictive housing, 
and that the different types of segregation play a part in the respondents’ calculus for 
their situational approval of the practice—though it is unclear if this difference rises to 
the extent that would eliminate the practice for certain rationales.  
For vignette #2, which looks strictly at protective segregation, it was interesting 
that the only independent variable that was not significant was the gang association 
reason for placement. This means that the approval rating for this very unsympathetic 
population was not significantly more or less than those placed in restrictive housing 
because of their gender identity or sexual orientation. However, there were significant 
differences between the approval for the placement of LGBT inmates in protective 
segregation and other unsympathetic inmates, like those with notorious crimes.  Why this 
difference would exist for some but not others is puzzling. Overall, this and the fact that 
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there is not much substantive difference in approval ratings for LGBT inmates versus 
other reasons for placement, does not add up to a definitive condemnation of the practice 
for those strictly based on their gender identity or sexual orientation. Unlike 
administrative or disciplinary segregation, where it is assumed that placement is 
involuntary, the willingness of the inmate to be placed in protective segregation is 
important for public approval. Approval ratings increased if the inmates volunteered for 
placement in restrictive housing, compared to those who were in segregation unwillingly. 
However, this may not rise to the level where policy would be changed so that only those 
who volunteered could be placed in protective segregation.  
Regarding vignette #3, whose only manipulation was the duration of stay, the lack 
of significance for the time intervals between 90 days and 1 year, suggests that the 
participants did not see much difference between these and the 15 day interval (the 
reference category), when it comes to their approval of placement in administrative 
segregation. This does not bode well for the time limit suggested by the U.N. (e.g. Katel, 
2012). However, for the extreme durations of isolation, 5 and 10 years, they are 
associated with a decrease in approval compared to 15 days, suggesting that the public 
does have limits to the amount of time they see as appropriate. For future policy reform, 
this suggest the public may support the introduction of time limitations for how long any 
prisoner, even those in segregation because of their dangerousness, should be held in 
isolation. Together, the results of the vignettes do indicate that when looking beyond 
generalizations there are certain situational factors, including the types of populations 
being placed in restrictive housing, that are important when gauging the public’s support 
or opposition.  
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 It is interesting that some of the exposure to the criminal justice system variables 
were statistically significant for the first vignette regarding age and type of segregation 
but not the two others. Having family and friends in jail, as well as prior work experience 
in the criminal justice system, were negatively associated with public approval. This 
indicates that those with more experience with the system are less likely to approve of 
restrictive housing, and as these criminal justice majors gain more work experience, their 
approval levels might diminish as well. The results of the Mears et al. (2013) study only 
found victimization to be statistically significant, with regards to their exposure to the 
criminal justice system measures. For this analysis violent victimization was never 
statistically significant for any of the vignettes. This indicates that while it is prudent to 
measure exposure to the criminal justice system in a variety of ways, different forms of 
this exposure may affect approval of restrictive housing for different populations (e.g. 
adult Floridians vs ASU students).  
There was also variation on which general opinions were significantly associated 
with vignette approval ratings. One would assume the respondent’s general opinions 
about restrictive housing would play a part in their approval ratings for different inmate 
populations and different reasons for placement. This suggests that the situational factors 
(e.g. age, type of segregation, or length of stay) may be more important when deciding 
the level of approval for the practice than the respondent’s preconceived notions of 
restrictive housing. Together all of these results suggest the need for a more nuanced 
evaluation of public opinion, particularly when looking at restrictive housing.  
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Future Research 
 While it may pale in comparison to the terabytes of scholarly research on criminal 
justice or even the subset of corrections, there is still a substantial amount of information 
on restrictive housing. So much of this information is vital for making an informed 
decision about whether this practice should be used, under what circumstances, and for 
what populations. It is especially important for the public to ascertain where the literature 
agrees and where there is conflicting information. However, it is unclear just how 
informed the public needs to be. When looking at public opinion, it may be important for 
new studies to ascertain not only where respondents are getting their information but how 
accurate that information is. Researchers and policy makers need to ask themselves, if the 
public is uniformed or misinformed, does this invalidate their policy preferences in 
regards to taking those opinions into account when enacting new legislation? 
Future research also needs to determine how presenting the public with 
information about this practice affects their opinion. It would be interesting to see what 
types of information cause the most change, and if there are certain respondent 
characteristics that inhibit the effect of new information. Does the form in which the 
information is presented affect its ability to persuade? Or does the public care about the 
sources of newly presented information in regards to what they retain? New studies could 
also manipulate the type of information given (e.g. quantitative or qualitative) to see how 
it affects opinion.  It can be a constant struggle for academics to present information in a 
truthful and unbiased manner and yet still garner the public’s attention. It can be difficult 
to expand the public knowledge when having to compete with more sensational or 
entertaining articles or videos. Thus, having a better understanding how to present 
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information in the most effective way could help academics reach beyond their own 
circle. 
In regards to restrictive housing, there needs to be more replication of public 
opinion surveys on this particular practice. This study is the first to use the definition, 
phrasing, and certain categorizations (particularly in the protective segregation vignette) 
that were taken directly from the DOJ (2016) report. Utilization of this report in future 
research could help clear up some of the definition issues that have plagued this subject, 
and prevented an accurate and full understanding of when, where, why, and how this 
practice is used (Mears & Bales, 2010; Naday et al., 2008; Pizarro & Stenius, 2004). 
Standardization of the definition of restrictive housing alone could provide much insight 
for future inquires.  
For new studies regarding public opinion of the practice, the influence of the 
independent variables on approval ratings, seen here, suggest that more detailed 
investigations into the public’s attitudes towards restrictive housing are warranted. For 
example, one could focus on inmate age, by examining the public’s preferred cutoffs for 
placement in restrictive housing, like the Mears et al. (2007) study that examined age 
cutoffs for an adolescent’s transfer to criminal courts. It would also be interesting to 
combine the factors used in different vignettes. For example, one could measure the 
change in public approval when manipulating the age of the inmate and the duration of 
time spent in segregation. And while the suitability of the mentally ill in restrictive 
housing was asked in the general opinions section, future research could provide some 
insight by using mental illness as an inmate characteristic to manipulate in vignettes. This 
study leaves several other avenues open for exploration by other researchers.  
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Limitations 
While this study is a step forward in the right direction, further outlining what is 
known about restrictive housing, there are several limitations. First and foremost is its 
lack of generalizability; not only was this a convenience sample but it was a convenience 
sample of criminal justice students. They may be more educated than the public at large 
and more knowledgeable about restrictive housing in particular, which suggests the 
public might be even more uninformed. Their exposure to media on the subject may also 
be greater given the courses they take and assumed interest in the subject of criminal 
justice. Findings should not be generalized to the greater Arizona or U.S. populations. 
However, this sample consists of 363 individuals of voting age and their opinions do 
matter. Considering the classes they were taking and their assumed majors, these 
participants are also likely to work in the criminal justice system. Of the 314 who had 
answered this question, 54 (17.20%) were either currently working or had worked 
(including internships) in the justice system. These students are likely to be future police 
officers, correctional officers or work in other administrative positions throughout the 
system. Thus, it is important to know not only their level of knowledge and general 
opinions about the controversial practice of restrictive housing but also what type of 
administrative decisions they would make. However, this student sample is also relatively 
small and hopefully future research can give a more generalizable assessment of public 
opinion. 
Regarding limitations of the survey itself, a possible reason why the public 
indicated that they were neutral on the general opinions questions was due to the fact that 
the DOJ definition of restrictive housing was not given until after these questions. 
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Though the participants were given a list of the different names of the practice more 
commonly used, including solitary confinement, their neutrality in the general opinions 
section may be an indication of their confusion about what restrictive housing 
constituted.  
The final limitation is the t-test results indicating that those dropped from the 
regression analysis due to missing data were significantly different from those that 
remained in the regression (of at least p<0.01) on several variables. These included the 
independent variables for vignette #1 (the different levels of the age and types of 
segregation factors) and vignette #2 (the different levels of the voluntary and reasons for 
placement in protective segregation factors).  However, because of the research design 
which utilized randomly assigned factorial vignettes, the data that was missing should be 
random. While this is certainly concerning, the analysis overall still contributes to the 
literature on restrictive housing.  
Conclusions 
Overall, these results suggest that public opinion of restrictive housing is more 
complicated than previous studies have shown. The public responds to the 
multidimensional nature of how restrictive housing is really practiced when deciding 
their approval or opposition. This sample indicates that even among those studying 
criminal justice and criminology, the majority do not know much about the practice. And 
what they do know may not be accurate or come from legitimate or research backed 
sources. While this study leaves many opportunities for future research, most importantly 
this research shows that public support for restrictive housing cannot be taken for granted 
by academics, policy makers, and correctional administrators, as some legislators have 
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asserted (Mears & Watson, 2006; Pizarro et al., 2006; Riveland, 1999). And that it is up 
to these stakeholders to better and more accurately inform the public on restrictive 
housing. It also shows that future inquiries into public support for this practice need to be 
more nuanced in how they measure those opinions.   
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APPENDIX A 
TABLE 10: VIGNETTE #1- AGE AND TYPE OF SEGREGATION REGRESSION 
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Table 10: Vignette #1- Age and Type of Segregation Regression 
 (1) (2) 
VARIABLES Model 1 Model 2 
   
Young adulta  0.973** 
  (0.325) 
Adulta   1.059** 
  (0.322) 
Protective segb.  0.992** 
  (0.324) 
Administrative seg.b  0.996** 
  (0.323) 
Male  0.0955 0.00898 
 (0.289) (0.280) 
Latinoc  -0.141 -0.0764 
 (0.321) (0.310) 
Other racec -0.517 -0.538 
 (0.370) (0.356) 
Respondent age 0.0332 0.0407 
 (0.0327) (0.0318) 
Incarceration to punishd -0.198 -0.321 
 (0.498) (0.483) 
Incarceration to deterd -0.359 -0.469 
 (0.496) (0.483) 
Incarceration to incapacitated -0.382 -0.462 
 (0.551) (0.534) 
Conservativee  0.296 0.295 
 (0.328) (0.317) 
Liberale  -0.511 -0.544 
 (0.368) (0.361) 
Respondent arrest 0.254 0.499 
 (0.572) (0.554) 
Family/friends in jail -0.616* -0.661* 
 (0.291) (0.281) 
Violent victimization -0.138 -0.249 
 (0.403) (0.391) 
Work in CJ system -0.770* -0.774* 
 (0.371) (0.365) 
Placement is abused -0.00394 -0.0196 
 (0.0703) (0.0679) 
Humane housing 0.167** 0.174** 
 (0.0594) (0.0572) 
Conditions are abusive -0.00300 0.0106 
 (0.0679) (0.0658) 
Should be an option 0.267** 0.293** 
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 (0.0614) (0.0594) 
Mentally ill in R.H. 0.202** 0.207** 
 (0.0514) (0.0500) 
Constant 2.197* 0.681 
 (0.986) (0.997) 
   
Observations 302 302 
R-squared 0.315 0.374 
Standard errors in parentheses 
*** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05 
a. reference category: juvenile 
b. reference category: disciplinary segregation 
c. reference category: White 
d. reference category: incarceration to rehabilitate  
e. reference category: moderate 
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APPENDIX B 
TABLE 11: VIGNETTE #2- PROTECTIVE SEGREGATION REGRESSION 
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Table 11: Vignette #2- Protective Segregation Regression 
 (1) (2) 
VARIABLES Model 1 Model 2 
   
Voluntary  0.830*** 
  (0.313) 
Ganga  0.346 
  (0.439) 
Ties to law enforcementa  0.917** 
  (0.439) 
Notorietya   0.896** 
  (0.451) 
Male  0.621* 0.524 
 (0.334) (0.332) 
Latinob  -0.114 -0.254 
 (0.371) (0.368) 
Other raceb -0.103 -0.301 
 (0.428) (0.427) 
Respondent age -0.00795 -0.0149 
 (0.0379) (0.0376) 
Incarceration to punishc -0.599 -0.476 
 (0.576) (0.570) 
Incarceration to deterc -0.719 -0.461 
 (0.574) (0.570) 
Incarceration to incapacitatec -0.867 -0.795 
 (0.637) (0.631) 
Conservatived -0.128 -0.0783 
 (0.379) (0.377) 
Liberald  0.210 0.197 
 (0.426) (0.423) 
Respondent arrest 0.667 0.600 
 (0.661) (0.654) 
Family/friends in jail 0.404 0.412 
 (0.337) (0.332) 
Violent victimization -0.0248 0.135 
 (0.466) (0.463) 
Work in CJ system -0.526 -0.498 
 (0.429) (0.427) 
Placement is abused -0.0903 -0.0967 
 (0.0812) (0.0802) 
Humane housing 0.0600 0.0589 
 (0.0687) (0.0687) 
Conditions are abusive -0.0765 -0.0727 
 (0.0785) (0.0778) 
Should be an option 0.158** 0.174** 
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 (0.0710) (0.0704) 
Mentally ill in R.H. 0.175*** 0.188*** 
 (0.0595) (0.0590) 
Constant 5.461*** 4.506*** 
 (1.140) (1.165) 
   
Observations 302 302 
R-squared 0.168 0.205 
Standard errors in parentheses 
*** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05 
a. reference category: LGBT 
b. reference category: White 
c. reference category: incarceration to rehabilitate 
d. reference category: moderate 
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APPENDIX C 
TABLE 12: VIGNETTE #3- TIME IN ADMINISTRATIVE SEGREGATION 
REGRESSION 
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Table 12: Vignette #3- Time in Administrative Segregation Regression   
 (1) (2) 
VARIABLES Model 1 Model 2 
   
90 daysa  -0.0752 
  (0.547) 
180 daysa  -0.332 
  (0.548) 
1 yeara  -0.815 
  (0.557) 
5 yearsa  -1.365** 
  (0.548) 
10 yearsa  -2.253*** 
  (0.546) 
Male  -0.491 -0.422 
 (0.347) (0.338) 
Latinob  -0.553 -0.608 
 (0.386) (0.373) 
Other raceb 0.200 0.321 
 (0.445) (0.432) 
Respondent age 0.0433 0.0280 
 (0.0393) (0.0383) 
Incarceration to punishc 0.353 0.0729 
 (0.599) (0.593) 
Incarceration to deterc -0.300 -0.535 
 (0.596) (0.587) 
Incarceration to incapacitatec 0.214 -0.0680 
 (0.662) (0.648) 
Conservatived 0.0922 0.212 
 (0.394) (0.383) 
Liberald  0.155 0.131 
 (0.443) (0.432) 
Respondent arrest 0.0512 -0.0265 
 (0.687) (0.666) 
Family/friend in jail -0.268 -0.301 
 (0.350) (0.341) 
Violent victimization -0.531 -0.632 
 (0.484) (0.473) 
Work in CJ system -0.402 -0.278 
 (0.446) (0.433) 
Placement is abused 0.0274 0.0255 
 (0.0844) (0.0818) 
Humane housing 0.125* 0.132* 
 (0.0714) (0.0698) 
!
!
60 
Conditions are abusive -0.191** -0.229*** 
 (0.0816) (0.0801) 
Should be an option 0.0747 0.0555 
 (0.0737) (0.0714) 
Mentally ill in R.H. 0.301*** 0.297*** 
 (0.0618) (0.0599) 
Constant 2.838** 4.422*** 
 (1.185) (1.208) 
   
Observations 302 302 
R-squared 0.228 0.293 
Standard errors in parentheses 
*** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05 
a. reference category: 15 days 
b. reference category: White 
c. reference category: incarceration to rehabilitate 
d. reference category: moderate 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
